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Abstract 
The explosive growth of status update tools indicates 
that people have a strong interest in sharing details of 
their daily lives and reading about the lives of others. 
The emerging possibilities of using sensors to infer a 
person’s context (what they’re doing, who they’re with, 
where they are, and how they’re feeling) offer the 
potential for making this type of frequent 
documentation more automatic. We conducted two 
studies to understand what people want to share, with 
whom, and what challenges they currently face with 
existing sharing applications. The studies used 
surveillance, self documentation and interviews to 
uncover attitudes towards sharing. In this paper, we 
discuss what people share, key problems with which 
participants struggle in existing sharing applications 
and the potential ways in which sensors or additional 
features could address their needs.  
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Study Protocol 
”I am a sensor” 
We performed a shadowing study with 10 participants 
from the San Francisco Bay Area, CA and Portland, OR. 
In this study we trailed individuals for two to three 
hours acting as if we were the sensors. We took photos 
and recorded what we thought they were doing based 
on what we would “know” if we were in fact a sensor. 
We then did follow-up interviews to understand if we 
captured what they would want to say about what they 
were doing, whether they would share those captured 
moments, and with whom.  

Photo-blogging 
We conducted a five-day study with nine participants 
using a commercial photo-blogging iPhone application 
called Clowdy [5]. Participants took photos throughout 
their day and tagged the photos with status updates 
that described what they would want to share and with 
whom. Participants took 15-30 photos per day for the 
five days. After the five days, we met individually with 
each participant to discuss their images and captions. 
We asked participants to categorize the images they 
took and who they would share them with. 

Participants 
We targeted participants primarily in their 20s who 
were familiar with social sharing applications, such as 
Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and blogs. We invited 
participants to draw upon their experiences with 
existing tools in our discussions. We also included two 
couples in these studies to see if there were distinctions 
in how people shared with their partners opposed to 
other contacts. 

What people share 
The exhortation of Twitter to share “what are you 
doing?” or Facebook’s question “What’s on your mind?” 
has influenced a change from only sharing day-to-day 
intimate details with a small close-knit group to sharing 
the mundane and intimate with both close friends and 
complete strangers [3, 13, 15]. But despite popular 
rhetoric (e.g. 40% of Twitter updates are 
“babble”[13]), we found that many updates are also 
deliberately not about the mundane and everyday. 
Rather, many are carefully crafted updates that are 
intended to reflect different aspects of an individual.  

We learned from our participants that sharing is all 
about making a statement about who you are to your 
audience(s). Similar to fashion, there is a self-
consciousness and self-reflection when deciding what to 
share. People have different motivations to share based 
on their different styles and the audience they have in 
mind. Our research revealed the following categories of 
motivations for sharing: crafting one’s professional or 
personal brand, championing a cause, contributing to a 
targeted/specialized area, highlighting a personal 
moment, providing light entertainment, coordinating 
with someone, tracking a professional or personal goal, 
revealing one’s intimate inner thoughts, and of course, 
telling people what you are doing. Each of these 
motivations is intended for different audiences – 
sometimes a specific person like a partner, a set of 
friends, an interest or professional group, or sometimes 
the wide world.  

Key findings 
Managing identities across audiences 
We discovered a few main issues involved in managing 
multiple identities across different audiences. Firstly, 



  

existing tools do not allow users to select a different 
audience for different types of updates. Several of our 
participants tried to get around this by using different 
applications or profiles within an application, with each 
intended for a different set of people. However, this 
situation usually spun out of control as new people 
added them as contacts or discovered their other 
profiles. Secondly, even with the ability to specify an 
audience, there is work involved in defining and 
maintaining these different audiences as people and 
relationships change. Thirdly, our research revealed 
that participants did not always have specific people in 
mind for their audience, but rather a general group 
which related to how they spend their time or their 
common interests (e.g. contacts in the design industry, 
people I’d hang out with on a Saturday night or my cat-
loving friends). 

Push vs. pull 
We discovered that participants made very different 
decisions about what to share based on how the shared 
content was delivered: pushed to an audience vs. 
pulled by interested parties. We found that people were 
very self-conscious about broadcasting things that 
might be perceived as boring for fear that their 
audience would think they were trying to be interesting 
and failed. However, for the most part, they were fine 
with others seeing this data if they pulled it 
themselves. They thought that if interested parties 
could ‘pull’ this data, then there would be a self-filtering 
process where only their most intimate friends/family 
would end up looking. In other words, participants only 
wanted to ‘push’ or broadcast the interesting, well-
crafted updates to the world and allow their close 
contacts to ‘pull’ more personal and mundane content. 

Levels of detail 
Our participants were primarily concerned about 
whether content was appropriately interesting/relevant 
to their different audiences. For example, a colleague 
may want to know which meeting you are in, while a 
friend just wants to know whether you have left work 
yet. Participants also expressed that they didn’t always 
want to reveal the whole accurate story but instead 
they wanted to pick and choose how much of their 
context to share with different groups. We found that 
there was no binary sense of wanting to share vs. not 
share content, which agrees with past research [6], 
instead they wanted to share various levels of detail to 
different audiences. Since it is very difficult to filter 
different content to different audiences, participants 
currently handle this by adding vagueness when they 
want to leave room for plausible deniability [1]. They 
expressed they would want a way to direct different 
amounts of detail to different parties based on 
relevance or appropriateness. 

Sensors and other solutions 
Based on the three key problems we identified, we 
have a few design guidelines to consider for sharing 
applications.  

Based on the issues in managing identities across 
audiences, it would be helpful for sharing applications 
to go beyond the current ideas of audience list creation 
and explore the notion of dynamic groups that are 
based on how people spend their time or common 
interests. This may be one area in which sensors could 
play a helpful role by tracking who you are interacting 
with and in what context. Based on your content, the 
sensor system may be able to suggest contacts that 
seem most relevant. This would account for changing 



  

relationships. Sensors in these scenarios could also 
help you understand the patterns of who you interact 
and share with, which could give you a better sense of 
your online presence.  

To consider the dynamic between pushed vs. pulled 
content, we suggest exploring the idea of pulled 
content as a default setting. In this type of system, 
users’ shared content would, by default, be pulled by 
interested parties rather than broadcasted and the 
content would not be logged. This may alleviate the 
pressure people feel to make their content interesting 
when it is pushed or always accessible for people to 
view and make judgment on their interestingness. 
People can then opt to explicitly broadcast the carefully 
crafted content that they use to shape their personal 
brand.  

The ability to control the level of detail shared was 
important to our participants. This has the benefit of 
plausible deniability and allows for the notion of “saving 
face” in relationships [1]. We suggest something like a 
zoom feature that allows people to select how much 
detail to show to different groups. This addresses some 
privacy concerns about revealing too much information, 
and allows the right level of information to be delivered 
to each audience member.  

As previously stated, a lot of shared content is aimed at 
storytelling – either to craft a personal brand or to 
strengthen a personal relationship. Sensors will not 
replace an individual’s ability to personalize and 
storytell, particularly for those updates that are 
carefully crafted and pushed to the larger public 
audiences. However, information from sensors could be 
used for updates intended for the small intimate circles, 

which usually involve the minor details of everyday life. 
These updates would be about what a person is doing, 
who they are with, where they are, or potentially even 
how they are feeling (for example their stress levels). 
This information could then be pulled by a person’s 
close contacts when desired.  

Conclusion 
We analyzed a range of sharing behaviors in order to 
understand people’s sharing habits and the challenges 
they face with existing sharing applications. We then 
studied how sensors might be used to address those 
challenges and enhance social networking interactions. 
Sensors have the potential to improve the sharing 
experience by automatically tracking social and 
behavioral patterns, and can streamline the creation of 
automatic updates based on context or mood. 
Additionally, the information from sensors can assist in 
the complicated task of defining different audience 
groups, the appropriate level of detail for updates, and 
whether an update should be delivered via the “push” 
or “pull” method.  It is not advisable to broadcast 
anything from sensors without some editorial control, 
but sensors still have incredible potential to assist in 
the sharing process. 
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